University hospital-based drug information service in a developing country.
In 1994, a clinically oriented drug information unit was established at the Tribhuvan University Teaching hospital in Nepal, with a view to providing objective and independent information through a question-answer service and bulletin production. During the first 2 years of its service, the unit received a total of 674 encounters, with an average of 28 inquiries a month (range 13-42): about three-quarters (74.5%) of all the inquiries were from prescribing doctors, including 38.0% from specialist clinicians: about a quarter (24.6%) were related to patient problems. Most (86.8%) of the responses were provided within 24 h of the inquiry. Frequently encountered queries related to: pharmacotherapy of a disease or drug indication(s), adverse drug reactions, drug doses, availability, drug use in pregnancy, ingredient(s) of a proprietary product, precautions for use and drug interactions. Details of the inquiries received and the responses provided by the unit are documented in a standard question-answer form. The unit also carries out proactive dissemination of information through the publication and free distribution of a bimonthly bulletin which includes brief referenced reviews on drug- and therapeutics-related topics. Nepal- or the local situation-related write-ups are now being increasingly included in the bulletin. A users' survey carried out at the end of 1-year service indicated that the question-answer and bulletin production activities of the unit were well-perceived by its target audiences, i.e. the prescribing doctors and postgraduate medical students. Although Medline on CD-ROM and original journal articles available in the hospital library were consulted for answering a few of the questions, the vast majority of them could be adequately handled by consulting a limited number of well-known drug information books. Our experience indicates that in developing countries such as Nepal, where funds are often severely limited, a small-scale drug information centre, serving a local area, can be usefully initiated by a few motivated staff with a modest collection of about a dozen key reference books.